Part of my title is taken from Edward Said's already much quoted and debated study, Culture and Imperialism. One of Said's points is that, in contradiction to the monolithic and binary colonial ethos that prevailed for centuries, the empire is a quintessentially cross-cultural and hybrid domain. Thus, far from occupying distinctly separate terrains, colonizer and colonized -their histories intertwined by imperialism -have since their encounter inhabited overlapping territories.
Much of today's post-colonial fiction can help us to see imperialism and its aftermath from the "perspective of the whole of secular human history", as Said Phillips's recent novel Crossing the River (1993) 9 also seems to meet some of the suggestions of globality and many-sidedness proffered by Said and Harris in regard to crossculturality. My intention in discussing this novel is three-fold. First to analyse Phillip's crossculturality, especially its ambivalence; secondly, to examine how it is conveyed; and finally, to discuss briefly its political and artistic implications.
Although the fragmented and intricate narrative of Crossing the River can hardly be rendered through a summary, an outline of its plot(s) helps to identify its main concerns. It opens with an African father who remembers that, 250 years before, he sold his three children, two sons and one daughter, to an eighteenth-century slave trader whose voice, printed in italics in the text, strangely intermingles with his own. Ever since this "shameful intercourse" (p. 1) that initiated the African diaspora, the guilt-ridden father has been haunted by the "chorus of a common memory" (p. The four narratives making up the novel match four of the voices heard among the "manytongued chorus" that accompanies Africa's dispersal into and meeting with the West. Each voice speaks its own particular language.
The first section, entitled "The Pagan Coast", tells the story of Nash Williams, a nineteenth-century emancipated slave who is sent to Liberia by the American Colonization Society to convert the African population. At first determined to enlighten the inhabitants of this "land of darkness" (p. 25), Nash gradually loses his civilizing zeal when his former master, Edward, also his surrogate father and lover, fails to answer his letters full of devotion.
This Conradian tale closes with Edward voyaging to Liberia and journeying inland, upriver, to visit the settlement where "his" (p. 14) Nash has recently died after going native.
"West", the second and shortest part, focuses on Martha Randolph, a former slave turned frontierswoman in the American Wild West. While stranded in Colorado Territory on her way to California and about to die of cold, she is patronizingly put up in a derelict cabin by an apparently well-off white woman. She recalls her life made of heart-rending partings and hopeful journeys West and remembers "through some atavistic mist" (p. 73) the African beach where she was sold into slavery.
The next section "Crossing the River" is devoted to James Hamilton, the English captain who bought the three children in 1753. Containing both his dispassionate logbook and two ardent letters he sends to his wife, the text reveals a Janus-like personality. Hamilton is at once ruthless towards his crew and the slaves he regards merely as goods, yet also capable of genuine filial and marital love.
The last and longest section, entitled "Somewhere in England", comprises journal entries covering in jumbled fashion some twenty-five years in the life of a twentieth-century Englishwoman called Joyce. Vulnerable and generous, she is left alone during the Second World War when her selfish husband is jailed for black marketing. She then meets Travis, a black GI stationed in England, and her compelling story ends when years later the eighteenyear-old son she has had by Travis and given into the care of the County Council as an orphan comes to visit her.
The cross-cultural vision suggested in Crossing the River immediately strikes by its ambivalence, one might almost say fluidity. That cross-culturality is an ever-evolving process in which fixity and an assertive homogeneous identity have no place is exemplified again and again, not only in the novel's multi-focused narrative but also in its meaningfully polyphonic and open-ended structure. Cross-culturality is not a mosaic of different, strictly delimited areas but an uninterrupted and always incomplete process of fusion. As Harris puts it, "There is no formula for universality": 10 nor is there for cross-culturality, one might add.
The multiple physical and cultural passages experienced by all the characters constantly challenge the roles traditionally imposed upon them by class, race, gender or nation. As each metaphorical river-crossing leads to a new translation of the self, we are made to ponder upon the subjectivity, relativity or inadequacy of such categories. what Edouard Glissant has described as "l'identité rhizome". 11 The cover illustration of the paperback edition of Crossing the River also alerts the reader to this essential multidimensionality of being. It represents three faces, two of them black, the third white, interlocked into one head. One can assume them to be Nash, Martha and Joyce whose experiences merge across time, race and gender. This picture is reminiscent, albeit at a less complex level, of Titian's painting "Allegory of Prudence" which depicts, among other things, the three ages of man and which has been used by Harris in the elaboration of his own crosscultural vision. 12 In spite of the often unrealized multiplicity of being, however, the novel reminds us that genuine cross-cultural exchanges cannot be taken for granted. Men are indeed captives in "the prisonhouse of natural bias", 13 prisoners of the roles imposed upon them by the code of colonial behaviour and its corollary racism. Since it views blacks as "naturally" inferior to whites, the colonial code indeed precludes humans from meeting on equal terms and taints whatever contacts they may have. Very much like Nash's Christian god who "promises to be a God of all nations, provided they obey and dutifully serve Him" (p. 26), many white men will patronize black people as long as they agree to submit to their authority.
Besides, men seem wont to "keep themselves to themselves" (p. 134) as the American soldiers spontaneously do in the small Yorkshire village where they are stationed. On both sides of the racial divide, then, there is an innate reluctance dictated by fear to cross the river to meet the other, which might explain why, in "Somewhere in England", war-stricken nowhere in her account of her meeting with Travis does she mention that he is black. Such genuine colour-blindness, Phillips has explained in recent interviews, is both "a strength and a weakness". 14 Her naivety makes her "vulnerable", says Phillips, because the "world isn't like that. You want to hug her and shake her by the shoulders at the same time". 15 At the other end of the human spectrum, some characters seem unable to exploit the cross-cultural potential they are presented as having. This is the case with James Hamilton, whose diary is ironically featured in the chapter entitled "Crossing the River'', in which the selling of the children covers a mere three lines. Unimaginative and so rational that he is unable to conceive that "the warring passions of love and hatred" (p. 119) can coexist in the same person, he seems to suffer from emotional frigidity. Hence his inability to feel for others. Like Herbert, Joyce's one-time lover who left her while she was pregnant, James Hamilton "had no idea of what it was like to be anyone but himself" (p. 195).
The cross-culturality presented in Crossing the River is also steeped in the very 
